NK cell increase in neonates from the preterm to the full-term period of gestation.
Several studies have reported differences in lymphocyte phenotype in preterm and full-term neonates as compared to children and adults. However, a detailed description of the immunologic cell populations of neonates corresponding to the gestational age is needed. This will be helpful for clinical practice to find the best way to prevent neonatal infections or strengthen the immune system of newborns with some kind of immunodeficiency. To study maturation of the immune system throughout gestation, describing the variations of the lymphocyte populations in function of the gestational week when born. We performed a descriptive study in 134 healthy newborns (gestation age 25-42 weeks), quantifying the relative and absolute counts of cell populations in umbilical cord blood obtained during delivery, by a four-color flow cytometry single platform. We first compared the very-preterm (25-30 weeks), preterm (31-36 weeks) and full-term (37-42 weeks) neonates. We found higher absolute counts of all cell populations in the full-term group and lower absolute and relative values of NK cells in the very-preterm group. After that, we analyzed the lymphocyte populations week to week (from week 31 to 41) and found the lowest values of T cells (CD4+ and CD8+) for week 36. However, lower percentages of CD4+ T cells and higher percentages of NK cells were observed in week 38 and 41. We found an increase in cord blood NK cells with gestational age, both in terms of absolute counts and of percentage values. Moreover, the %NK cells showed a pattern opposite to %CD4+ T cells along the studied period.